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Over thirty-years ago Meltsner (1976) observed in the case of the U.S. that analysts undertook a 
number of roles in the policy-making process, most of which did not involve neutral technical 
information processing. Contrary to the picture of carefully-recruited analysts trained in policy schools 
to undertake specific types of micro-economic-inspired policy analysis, investigators have continued to 
find little evidence of a predominance of ‘technicians’ employed in public policy bureaucracies. Page 
and Jenkins (2005) and Fleischer (2009) for example provided some empirical evidence that British 
and German policy–making typically features a group of ‘policy process generalists’ who rarely, if 
ever, deal with policy matters in the substantive areas in which they were trained and who had, in fact, 
very little training in formal policy analysis techniques such as cost-benefit analysis or risk assessment. 
However only very weak and partial, usually anecdotal, information exists on the situation found in 
most countries (Colebatch and Radin 2006) and taxonomies as a result remain thought-provoking but 
lacking empirical referents (see for example, Mayer, Bots and van Daalen 2004). This paper draws on 
a large-scale survey of provincial and territorial policy analysts in Canada to re-examine the duties 
and nature of professional policy analysts and analysis and reveals a complex and multi-sided set of 
practices which constitute contemporary policy work. 
 
 
1. Introduction: The Nature of Policy Work and Policy Paedagogy 
There has always been a range of methodologies used in policy analysis, but the policy 
analysis movement has remained firmly centered on the use and promotion of a generic (and orthodox) 
analytic toolkit (economics, quantitative methods, and organizational analysis) which it argues can be 
productively applied by astute policy analysts to most substantive problems (Weimer and Vining 1999; 
Mintrom 2007). Education and training has thus for many years been largely a matter of familiarization 
with these standard tools and techniques - such as supply-demand and cost-benefit analysis - along with 
cases, workshops, simulations, or real-world projects to illustrate their use in specific circumstances 
and contexts (Wildavsky, 1979; Jann 1991; Geva-May and Maslove 2007; Gow and Sutherland, 2004).   
However, empirical studies of how policy research and analysis is actually conducted and how 
its results are generated, interpreted and utilized show they are affected by such factors as the needs 
and beliefs of ultimate users, the delicacy of the political relations, coalitions and conflicts among 
decision-makers, the history of previous policy reform efforts, individual personalities and agendas, 
organizational routines and capacities and a host of other similar factors (Forester 1983; Jenkins-Smith 
1982; Shulock 1999; Adams 2004; Weber and Khademian 2008; Howlett 2009).  
Scholars and teachers of policy analysis must take these additional factors into account in 
order to ensure that analysts actually producing time-sensitive advice that policy-makers can, and want 
to, absorb (Shulock 1999; Whiteman 1985; Thissen and Twaalfhoven 2001). In order to do so, they 
need a better model of the nature of policy work and the role played by professional policy analysts 
within the advice systems found in modern governments.  
 
2. Policy Advice Systems and the Role of Professional Policy Analysis Therein 
Recent studies in countries such as the New Zealand, Israel, Canada and Australia have 
developed the idea that government decision-makers sit at the centre of a complex web of policy 
advisors (Dobuzinskis, Howlett and Laycock 2007; Maley 2000; Peled 2002; Eichbaum and Shaw 
2007). These include both ‘traditional’ political advisors in government as well as non-governmental 
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actors in NGOs, think tanks and other similar organizations, as well as less formal or professional 
forms of advice from colleagues, relatives and members of the public. Discerning the underlying 
patterns of policy analysis, their influence, and effectiveness in different analytical contexts it can be 
argued, involves understanding how a policy advice system is structured and operated in different 
countries, jurisdictions and sectors of policy activity. 
Policy advice systems can be thought of as part of the knowledge utilization system in 
government, itself a kind of market for policy ideas and information, comprising three separate 
components: a supply of policy advice, its demand, and a set of brokers whose role it is to match 
supply and demand in any given conjuncture (Lindquist 1998). That is, these systems can be thought of  
as arrayed into three general ‘sets’ of analytical activities and participants linked to the positions actors 
hold in the ‘market’ for policy advice. The first set is composed of the ‘proximate decision makers’ 
themselves who act as consumers of policy analysis and advice —that is, those with actual authority to 
make policy decisions, including cabinets and executives as well as parliaments, legislatures and 
congresses, and senior administrators and officials delegated decision-making powers by those other 
bodies. The second set is composed of those ‘knowledge producers’ located in academia and research 
institutes who provide the basic scientific, economic and social scientific data upon which analyses are 
often based and decisions made. The third set is composed of those ‘knowledge brokers’ who serve as 
intermediaries between the knowledge generators and proximate decision makers, repackaging data 
and information into usable form. These include, among others, permanent specialized research staff 
inside government as well as their temporary equivalents in commissions and task forces, and a large 
group of non-governmental specialists associated with think-tanks and interest groups (See Figure 1). 
 






Policy advisors, per se, exist in the supply and brokerage sub-systems and policy analysts are usually 
thought of as existing largely within the supply sub-system although some may also serve as brokers 
and, in rare circumstances, as decision-makers themselves (Verschuere 2009). Different types of 
“policy advice systems” exist, however, and what analysts do, how they do it, and with what effect, 
depends in large part on the type of system present and the placement of the analysts within that 
system.  
Different styles of policy analysis can be found in different policy fields (Mayer, Bots and van 
Daalen 2004) which can be linked to larger patterns of behaviour of political actors and the nature of 
the advice system structures that condition how policy advice is generated and deployed (Peled 2002; 
Howlett and Lindquist 2004; Bevir and Rhodes 2001; Bevir, Rhodes and Weller 2003; Aberbach and 
Knowledge Users Knowledge Brokers Knowledge Suppliers 
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Rockman 1989; Bennett and McPhail 1992).  Some of this variation in advisory systems is due to the 
fact that the introduction of formal policy analysis has a different history in each jurisdiction. In the 
sense employed here, policy analysis has relatively recent origins in most jurisdictions. In the US, for 
example, it originated in the wartime planning activities and ‘scientific management’ thinking of the 
mid-twentieth century but was only more widely applied in the 1960s and 1970s to large-scale social 
and economic planning processes in areas such as defence, urban redevelopment and budgeting—
especially as a result of the implementation of the Planning Programming Budgeting System (PPBS) 
(Garson 1986; Lindblom 1958; Wildavsky 1969).  
US-style ‘policy analysis’ has since then spread around the world, with the development of 
professional associations and dedicated schools and teaching programs in many countries, but only in a 
very uneven pattern (Mintrom 2007 and Geva-May and Maslove 2007). Many countries, for example, 
were much less influenced by the policy analysis movement than was the US, the archetypal case of the 
rise of policy analysis in government. Some countries, including many in Western Europe, for 
example, had traditions of legal oversight of government or centralized top-down public administration 
that placed the evaluative and analytical tasks of government within the judicial or financial branches 
of the civil service and delayed the arrival of problem-oriented policy analysis (Bekke and van der 
Meer 2000). Other countries, such as those in eastern Europe under socialist regimes, featured large-
scale planning bureaus that analyzed problems but in a much different context (central planning) from 
that of the policy analysis movement in the US (Verheijen 1999).  Many other countries in the 
developing world until very recently lacked the internal capacity and external autonomy required to 
conduct the independent analytical tasks required of US-style policy analysis (Burns and 
Bowornwathana, 2001; Brinkerhoff and Crosby 2002; Brinkerhoff  2010; Brinkerhoff and Morgan 
2010). 
Given its reliance on existing institutional configurations, however, the exact configuration of 
an advisory system varies not only temporally, but also spatially, by jurisdiction, especially by nation-
state and, somewhat less so, by policy sector. That is, the personal and professional components of the 
policy advice supply system, along with their internal and external sourcing, can be expected to be 
combined in different ratios in different situations (Prince 1983; Wollman 1989; Hawke 1983; Rochet 
2004).  
As the discussion above suggests, four distinct ‘communities’ of policy advisors can be 
identified within the policy advice system components depending on their location inside or outside of 
government, and by how closely they operate to proximate decision-makers (see Figure 2). 
 
Figure 2 - The Four Communities of Policy Advisors 
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Fulltime government officials who carry out analysis (“policy bureaucrats”) remain at the core 
of the knowledge mobilization and utilization process that occurs in government. Professional policy 
analysts in government are key players in these formal policy advice systems. As Halligan (1995) 
noted:   
The conventional wisdom appears to be that a good advice system should consist of 
at least three basic elements within government: a stable and reliable in-house 
advisory service provided by professional public servants; political advice for the 
minister from a specialized political unit (generally the minister’s office); and the 
availability of at least one third-opinion option from a specialized or central policy 
unit, which might be one of the main central agencies (p. 162). i  
 
This formal internal policy advice supply network is composed of sources within government 
such as professional policy analysts employed in departments and agencies, legislative staff and 
political advisors attached to minister’s offices and central agencies (Boston 1994; Boston et al. 1996). 
However it is only one component of an overall policy advice system and important institutional 
aspects of such systems include such factors as whether or not or what type of ‘boundary-spanning’ 
links exist between governmental and non-governmental organizations (Weible 2008) and whether or 
not a highly trained, and hence expensive, workforce with far-seeing and future-oriented management 
and excellent information collection and data processing capacities  as well as the opportunity for 
employees to strengthen their skills and expertise (O’Connor, Roos and Vickers-Willis, 2007) or the 
ability to outsource policy research to similarly qualified personnel in private or semi-public 
organizations and consultancies exists. An effective governmental set of policy advisors, too, requires 
sufficient vertical and horizontal coordination between participating organizations to ensure that the 
research being undertaken is produced in a relevant and timely fashion. The set of jobs and duties 
actually performed by formal policy analysts in both government and non-governmental organizations 
is very closely tied to the resources they have at their disposal in terms of personnel and funding; the 
demand they face from clients and managers for high quality results, and the availability of high quality 
data and information on future trends (Howlett 2009; Riddell 2007).ii  
 
3. Analytical Practices in Bureaucratic Policy Analysis: Moving Beyond the Meltsner Model 
Understanding what professional policy advisors do in government is thus crucial to 
understanding how policy advice systems work and how they can be improved. More research into the 
various permutations and variations in actually existing formal policy advice systems and the need for 
more empirical data on what analysts do in each component of the policy supply system are required 
before any assessment of the relative merits of these competing visions of the nature of policy 
analytical activity in contemporary governments can be made. 
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Unfortunately not very much is known about the nature of governmental policy advice and 
even less about the non-governmental components of policy advisory systems. As Anderson (1996) 
noted, “a healthy policy-research community outside government can play a vital role in enriching 
public understanding and debate of policy issues, and it serves as a natural complement to policy 
capacity within government.”  But not a great deal of evidence exists on the structure and operation of 
these non-governmental components. Very little is known about the nature of non-governmental policy 
analysis (Hird 2005); except to note the general weakness of actors like think tanks and research 
institutes in many jurisdictions (Smith 1977; Stone and Denham 2004; McGann and Johnson 2005; 
Abelson 2007; Stritch 2007; Cross 2007; Murray 2007). Even less is known about the growing legion 
of consultants who work for governments in the “invisible public  service” (Speers 2007; Boston 
1994).  And, as Colbatch and Radin concluded in their 2006 study of the policy analytical activities 
undertaken in the US, the UK and several other European countries, we need more empirical research 
on:  
(1) “the nature of policy work in specific contexts: how policy workers (and which 
sort) get a place at the table, how the question is framed, what discourse is accepted 
as valid, and how this work relates to the outcome at any point in time; and 
(2) “What sort of activity do practitioners see as policy work, and what sort of policy 
workers do they recognize.” 
As they note, this is significant not only in itself, but also because “there are questions for teaching and 
professional preparation” which will derive from these first two studies (Colebatch and Radin, 2006 p. 
225). 
For many years, the dominant way of thinking about the general nature of professional policy 
analysts require followed Arnold Meltsners 1970s-era studies of the subject. As is well known, in 
Meltsner’s work analysts were divided up according to their level of competence and skill in dealing 
with either the technical or political elements of the analytical tasks they faced, emerging as 
‘technicians’, or ‘politicians,’ or as ‘entrepreneurs’ combining both talents or ‘pretenders’ (a sub-type 
Meltsner actually found no examples of in his own studies) lacking both sets of skills (see Figure 3). 
 
Figure 3 - Meltsner’s Model of Policy Analyst Types 
  Technical Skills  
  High Low 
Political Skills High Entrepreneur Politician 
 Low Technician Pretender 
 
In many cases observers have continued to rely on Meltsner’s now quite dated works in 
justifying their own observations and conclusions (1975 and 1976). Many students of policy-making 
simply adopted this framework (see for example, Dluhy (1981) which identifies ‘advocates’, 
‘technicians’ and ‘pragmatists’), while others put forward slight modifications. Hoppe and Jeliazkova 
(2006) like Durning and Osuna (1994) for example, identfied five types of analysts: the process 
director, the policy philosopher, the policy advocate; the neo-Weberian (or objective technician) and 
the expert advisor. These types, they argued, could be fit into a two dimensional space in which one 
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dimension was issue-specific versus process-related expertise and the second was professional vs 
political loyalty.  
Although his observations remain astute, they are over 30 years old and were based on only 
116 interviews he conducted at the federal level in the U.S. in 1970-1971 (Meltsner 1975: 14).  While 
some data exists in other studies, they  cover only a relatively small number of countries,  mainly the 
U.S. (e.g. Durning and Osuna  1994) but also the U.K. (Page and Jenkins  2005), Australia (Hawke 
1993; Weller and Stevens 1998); New  Zealand (Boston et al. 1996); the Netherlands (Hoppe  and 
Jeliazkova 2006), France (Rochet 2004), and  Germany (Wagner and  Wollmann 1986, Fleischer 2009) 
and in all cases are based on anecdotal evidence or featured idiosyncratic sample frames. Thus, as 
Colbatch and Radin claim, it remains true that in most jurisdictions the answers to very basic questions 
about professional policy advice such as how many people  are in these positions or what they do, 
remain unknown. In fact, in many cases basic data on how many policy analysts there are in  
government, working on what subjects, and with what  techniques are unknown (Behm, Bennington 
and Cummane 2000;  Bakvis 1997; Hunn 1994; Weller and Stevens 1998;  Waller 1992 and 1996; Uhr 
and Mackay 1996; State  Services Commission 1999). As Colebatch and Radin, noted the existing 
empirical data are so poor that it is not clear even if the job classifications and titles typically used by 
public service commissions to categorize professional policy analysts in government for staffing 
purposes are accurate or reflect a true sense of what policy analysts actually do on a day-to-day basis.  
Additional new sets of studies based on large-scale surveys at both the national and sub-
national levels are needed to bring more light to this topic and move beyond Meltsner’s early 
ruminations on the subject. More accurate assessments of policy analytical activities in government are 
needed to inform any moves expected to enhance the operation of policy advice systems.  
 
4. Results of a Large-Scale Survey of Professional Governmental Policy Analysts 
This paper reports on the results of one such study, focused on the activities of core 
government analysts involved in the knowledge supply function, or what Page and Jenkins refer to 
collectively as “the Policy Bureaucracy” (2005), found in Canadian provincial and territorial 
governments. 
 In Canada, recent work provide some evidence of the activities of analysts in a wider range of 
situations, both inside and outside of government, than has usually been considered or investigated in 
the past. The basic ‘sociology’ of policy analysis in Canada – who policy analysts are and what policy 
analysts actually do – and its paedagogy - how they are trained, and how their training fits their job – 
suggests the existence of a generally government-dominated policy analytical community but also a 
very mixed pattern of  policy analytical capacity by jurisdiction and administrative unit, with some 
central and departmental-level units in the federal government displaying the highest capacity and 
some provincial and local government agencies the lowest (Dobuzinskis, Howlett and Laycock 2007).  
Current evidence suggests that with the possible exception of some major Canadian business 
associations and corporations (Stritch 2007), capacity in the non-governmental sector is very limited. 
This is true of a majority of actors involved in the Canadian labour movement (Jackson and Baldwin 
2007), the voluntary sector (Phillips 2007; Laforest and Orsini 2005), as well as the media (Murray 
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2007), think tanks (Abelson 2002; 2007), and political parties (Cross 2007), most of which have very 
few if any permanent employees employed to conduct policy analysis of any kind. In many cases 
analysis is carried out by consultants rather than paid staff, contributing to the transitory nature of much 
program design and policy analysis in Canada. However even less is known about the training and 
activities of this ‘invisible public service’ (Bakvis 2000; Perl and White 2002; Saint Martin 1998; 
Speers 2007).  
Early works in the late 1970s and early 1980s on the emerging policy analysis professions 
provided little empirical evidence of what analysts actually did in practice (Prince 1979; Prince and 
Chenier 1980), but rather often simply assumed they would contribute to the increased rationality of 
policy-making through the application of systematic analytical techniques such as cost-benefit analysis 
to the evaluation of policies and policy alternatives. Studies undertaken by federal government 
analysts, however, raised doubts about this picture (French 1980; Hartle 1978;). Later studies in the 
1990s, also noted the growth and subsequent decline of employment of policy analysts in government 
and their limited capacity for developing long-term strategic advice to governments (Bennett and 
McPhail 1992; Hollander and Prince 1993). Work since the early 1990s has suggested that tasks of 
policy analysts may be shifting, as in the UK and the other countries cited above, towards an increased 
emphasis on policy process design and network management activities and away from ‘formal’ types 
of policy analysis (Howlett and Lindquist 2004; Lindquist 1992). However, little empirical evidence 
exists to test any of these claims which were typically developed on the basis of personal experience 
and reflection on the part of retired practitioners and academics. 
 
Survey Methods 
A survey of policy analysts employed by provincial civil services was carried out in 
November and December of 2008 using an online commercial software service. It involved the 
completion of a 64-item survey questionnaire sent to over 4000 provincial and territorial civil servants 
situated in all 13 provincial and territorial jurisdictions.   
Mailing lists for the 10 provinces and three territories surveyed were compiled wherever 
possible from publicly available sources such as online government telephone directories, using 
keyword searches for terms such as “policy analyst” appearing in job titles or descriptions. In some 
cases additional names were added to lists from hard-copy sources such as government organization 
manuals. In other cases lists or additional names were provided by provincial public service 
commissions, who also checked initial lists for completeness and accuracy.iii 
Over 1600 survey completions were gathered from close to 4000 valid e-mail addresses for a 
total response rate of 43.3% (see Table 1 below).iv  
 
Table 1 – Provincial and Territorial Survey Sample Sizes and Completion Rates 








Complete Response Rate  
BC 513 51 30 194 48.5 
Alberta 368 23 8 112 34.8 
Saskatchewan 246 27 13 80 42.4 
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Manitoba 161 20 6 98 73.7 
Ontario 1613 162 52 557 41.9 
Québec 250 0 44 86 52.0 
New Brunswick 162 15 4 62 44.9 
Nova Scotia 181 20 15 83 44.1 
PEI 27 6 1 4 23.8 
Newfoundland 139 24 16 55 61.7 
Yukon 75 8 6 58 95.5 
NWT 80 2 2 41 55.1 
Nunavut 41 8 2 13 45.4 
TOTAL (excluding 
Quebec) 
3856  366 155 1357 43.3 
 
 Snowball sample methodology - data excluded from totals and from subsequent tables 
 
The survey questions were divided into five topic areas:  Demographic Characteristics and Job 
Experience; Education and Training; Day-to-Day Duties; and Techniques and Data Employed. 
Combined, these provide the basis for the first large-scale empirical profile of the background and 
activities of sub-national government policy analysts (Howlett 2009b and 2009c).v In what is contained 
below, this profile is examined in order to determine in what areas analysts work, what tasks they are 
typically involved with on the job, what skills they use in these tasks and what opinions they hold with 
respect to their ability to perform their work at a high level of quality. Together these allow a more 
precise picture of the multi-dimensional world of professional policy analysts to be drawn. 
Distribution of Analysts by Subject Area 
The first question to be examined concerned the distribution of analysts in government and to 
what extent this picture revealed (a) a ‘lumpy’ set of analytical capacities by Department and issue 
area, and (b) a focus on past or contemporary government priority areas as identified by government 
budgetary expenditures. As Table 2 suggests, Canadian provincial and territorial analysts are at work in 
a wide range of issue activities from dealing with aboriginal issues to analyzing sports-related 
activities. The top seven areas - each with over 15% of analysts - are aboriginal issues, 
intergovernmental relations, economic development, health, the environment, social services and 
education. 
Table 2 - Distribution of Analytical Expertise by Work Subject Area (ranked by response) 
Subject Area Number % 
Aboriginal 323 23.80 
Intergovernmental Relations 295 21.74 
Economic Development 292 21.52 
Health 292 21.52 
Environment 270 19.90 
Social Services 269 19.82 
Education 250 18.42 
Finance 210 15.48 
Natural Resource Management 200 14.74 
Local Government 174 12.82 
Transportation 150 11.05 
Industry 135 9.95 
Social Welfare and Income Assistance 134 9.87 
Public Security. Safety, and Emergency Preparedness 133 9.80 
International and Internal Trade 120 8.84 
Child Services 117 8.62 
Agriculture 113 8.33 
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Water Resources 110 8.11 
Labour 106 7.81 
Small Business 93 6.85 
Culture 83 6.12 
Tourism 71 5.23 
Corrections 56 4.13 
Sports 37 2.73 
    
Prima facie this pattern suggests an uneven distribution of analytical expertise and activity exists. Since 
Table 2 contained multiple responses by individual analysts, however, a factor analysis of this data was 
conducted to identify major clusters of analysts. As Table 3 shows, a large number of analysts were 
engaged in five broad areas: environment and resources, social services, business and economics, 
culture, sports and tourism, and police and security. 
  
Table 3 - Types of Analysts by Subject Areas 
Rotated Component Matrixa 
















Corrections     .805 
Culture    .792  
Economic Development   .639   
Environment .815     
Finance   .449   
International and Internal Trade   .687   
Natural Resource Management .799     
Public Security. Safety. and 
Emergency Preparedness 
    .839 
Social Services  .788    
Water Resources .806     
 Child Services  .753    
Social Welfare and Income 
Assistance 
 .797    
Labour   .547   
Small Business   .666   
Tourism    .770  
Sports    .679  
57.50% of the variance explained 
 
It is possible, of course, that this distribution could be explained by size of the budgetary envelope 
allocated to each activity. That is, that more analysts work in larger areas of government expenditure 
than in smaller ones. However as Table 4 shows, based on current government spending, these 
analytical activities to not correlate closely with the largest areas of provincial and territorial 
government budgetary activity in which health, education and social welfare make up almost 70% of  
budgetary expenditures, with health alone amounting to over one-third (see Table 3). The actual 
distribution of analytical activities more closely approximates ongoing larger-scale provincial and 
territorial areas of interest in a post-911 security and post-2008 financial collapse environment. This 
underlines the extent to which the tasks and duties of analysts correspond less with older ‘mandate’ 
programs and more with shifting and shorter-term contemporary priority areas of government activity. 
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Table 4 Provincial and territorial general government revenue and expenditures, Canada  
(Expenditures) 
  2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
  $ millions 
Total expenditures 244,623 263,746 280,074 299,629 316,653 
General government services 4,878 5,335 5,831 6,000 6,531 
Protection of persons and property 9,366 9,829 10,600 11,475 12,072 
Transportation and communications 10,369 13,371 14,173 16,806 17,427 
Health 81,615 85,589 93,252 99,303 105,880 
Social services 39,526 43,530 47,102 50,204 53,242 
Education 48,885 53,826 55,213 59,668 62,762 
Resource conservation and industrial development 10,434 11,079 11,834 12,459 12,614 
Environment 1,825 2,012 2,316 2,507 2,828 
Recreation and culture 2,852 3,134 3,282 3,320 3,427 
Labour, employment and immigration 873 909 1,068 1,122 1,148 
Housing 2,037 2,312 2,701 3,102 3,346 
Regional planning and development 1,108 1,300 1,220 1,280 1,353 
Research establishments 626 717 709 721 715 
General purpose transfers 2,275 2,482 2,908 3,115 4,861 
Debt charges 26,566 26,803 27,316 28,002 27,939 
Other expenditures 1,386 1,516 550 545 509 
Surplus or deficit 9,208 9,186 9,550 8,081 -8,354 
Note: Fiscal year ending March 31. 
Source: Statistics Canada, CANSIM, table (for fee) 385-0002.  
http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/govt04b-eng.htm 
Last modified: 2009-08-31. 
 
Nature of Policy Duties and Skill sets 
 
A second question to be examined dealt with the nature of the work duties and tasks 
undertaken by analysts at this level of government within these general issue areas. As Table 5 shows a 
much wider range of activities fall under the rubric of ‘analysis’ than is often assumed. That is, distinct 
clusters of analysts can be seen around tasks such as auditing and evaluation, data management, legal 
issues, report writing, budget analysis, program delivery, environmental scanning and assessment, and 
the formulation of policy options. This suggests at least eight types of analysts exist in Canada’s 
provincial and territorial governments: Formulators, consulters, implementers, financial analysts, 
evaluators, data managers, communications specialists, environmental assessors and lawyers.  
 
Table 5: Specific Types of Analysts Found in Provincial and Territorial Governments 








































Mean score for the clusters x¯ =.280 x¯ =215 x¯ =.186 x¯ =108 x¯ =189 x¯ =062 x¯ =314 x¯ =287 x¯ =.291 
Tasks undertaken          
Auditing and evaluation     .579     
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Communications and media 
relations 
      .601   
Data collection and entry      .856    
Data management      .851    
Environmental assessment        .847  
Environmental scans        .773  
Finance    .776      
Formal Legislative or 
Executive consultation 
        .790 
Legal Consultation         .815 
Policy analysis .749         
Policy development .767         
Program development   .745       
Program delivery and 
Implementation 
  .834       
Formulating Policy Options .809         
Assessing Policy Options .792         
Program Administration   .613       
Public Participation Design  .755        
 Public Consultation  .837        
Stakeholder Consultation  .723        
Cost Benefit Analysis    .602      
Budget Analysis    .800      
Report Writing or Editing       .713   
Report Presentation       .717   
Formal Policy or Program 
Evaluation 
    .776     
Informal Policy or Program 
Evaluation 
    .700     
 
 
Moreover, as Table 6 shows, when asked specifically what policy-related tasks they 
performed in their day-to-day jobs, four general sets of duties emerged: research, implementation, 
internal government communications and networking, and formal evaluation.  
 
Table 6 - Critical Skill Sets among Provincial and Territorial Analysts 
  Component 








Mean score  x¯ =3.82 x¯ =2.56 x¯ =3.37 x¯ =2.90 
Skill sets     
Collect policy-related data or information .843       
Conduct policy-related research .841       
Identify policy issues .662       
Identify policy options .691       
Implement or deliver policies or programs   .600     
Negotiate with stakeholders on policy matters   .923     
Consult with the public on policy matters   .542     
Prepare reports. briefs or presentations for 
decision-makers on policy matters 
    .684   
Consult with decision-makers on policy 
matters 
    .697   
Brief lower or mid-level policy managers     .490   
Brief high level decision-makers such as 
cabinet ministers. ministerial staff. senior 
managers 
    .780   
Evaluate policy results and outcomes       .836 
Evaluate policy processes and procedures       .859 
Appraise policy options .606       
Negotiate with stakeholders on policy matters   .923     
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 67.28% of the variance explained. 
Mean scores are based on a 6 point scale where 1= never and 6=daily 
 
Nature of Analytical Techniques Employed 
 
A third question addressed was ‘what kind of techniques do analysts use in their day-to-day work?’.  
Table 7 shows the results of a factor or cluster analysis of the kinds of analytical techniques most 
commonly used. The analysts clustered around four distinct sets of techniques related to evaluation, 
sociological techniques such as social network analysis and various survey and problem-mapping 
techniques, consultative techniques and the use of more sophisticated mathematical modeling tools.  
 
Table 7 - Common Analytical Techniques Used 
  Component 








Mean x¯ =.480 x¯ =.150 x¯ =622  
Analytical Techniques     
Brainstorming   .640  
Consultation Exercises   .750  
Focus Groups   .712  
Free-form gaming or other policy exercises  .550   
Problem-mapping  .664   
Decision/probability trees  .596   
Development of sophisticated modeling tools    .587 
Markov chain modeling    .698 
Monte Carlo techniques    .695 
Process influence or social network diagrams  .556   
Cost-effectiveness analysis .713    
Cost benefit analysis .780    
Financial impact analysis .740    
Preference scaling  .565   
Risk analysis .574    
 47.2% of the variance explained 
 
Nature of Analytical Interactions 
 
When asked who they interacted with the most in their jobs, it was also clear that an 
internal/external division of labour existed among provincial and territorial analysts (Table 8). Some 
analysts are largely ‘desk-bound’ and prepare, review or manipulate financial and other kinds of data 
and interact most often with other government actors in their policy work. Others, however, interact 
more often with outside actors.  
 
Table 8 - Nature of Contacts/Networks 
  Component 




Mean score x¯ =3.40 x¯ =2.02 
Nature of Contacts   
Senior head office-based management  .873 
Other head office staff  .873 
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Senior regional management  .637 
Central agencies  .721 
Municipal government departments .646  
Federal departments in my region .675  
Environmental/conservation based groups .745  
Industry organizations .707  
Labour organizations .728  
Think tanks .783  
Universities .715  
Aboriginal groups .624  
Other non-governmental organizations .685  
 56.63% of the variance explained 
Mean scores are based on a 6 point scale where 1= never and 6=daily 
 
 
 Nature of the Issues Most Commonly Dealt With 
 
 A fifth question was linked to the kinds of issues analysts at this level of government were 
most involved with, in terms of their short, medium and long-term nature. As Table 9 shows, distinct 
clusters of analysts dealt with specific types of issues, divided along technical and consultative lines as 
well as along a simple vs complex divide. 
 
Table 9 - Nature of Policy Issues Most Involved with 
  Component 






Mean score x¯ =4.39 x¯ =2.39 x¯ =2.82 
Nature of issues    
Issues that demand input from societally-based organizations  .865  
Issues that demand public consultation  .861  
Issues that have a single. clear. relatively simple solution   .962 
Issues that require coordination with head office .551   
Issues that require specialist or technical knowledge .702   
Issues where it is difficult to identify a single. clear. simple solution .814   
Issues for which data is not immediately available .809   
Issues which demand the creation or collection of policy-relevant 
evidence 
.758   
 68.00% of the variance explained 
 Mean scores are based on a 6 point scale where 1= never and 6=daily 
 
 
Attitudes towards Work 
 
A sixth set of questions was linked to the perceptions analysts had about the analytical capacity of their 
organizations and their ability to accomplish in their day-to-day work. Did they feel they had the tools 
to do their jobs and the support of their managers for high quality outputs and efforts? To what did they 
attribute any problems they might be having? And what did they think might be the best solution to 
these problems. As Tables 10-13 show when asked these questions, analysts again clustered into 
distinct groups.  
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When asked to name a specific problem they faced in their work, for example, analysts tended 
once again to fall into four types. One group felt it had little support from superiors or the work 
environment, a second that there was little demand from managers and peers for high quality work, a 
third that they were overworked and a fourth that they were undertrained.  
 
Table 10 - Principle Concern with Policy Capacity/Influence 
  Component 
  Little 
Support 
(Alpha=.675) 






Mean x¯ =.134 x¯ =.070 x¯ =.353 x¯ =.111 
Concern with policy capacity     
Head Office does not consider our expertise or 
input 
.695    
Insufficient delegation by Head Office .705    
Lack of support from within my work unit .654    
Lack of support from within my department .743    
Not enough resources   .801  
Lack of relevant skills    .581 
Not enough time in the day or week   .826  
No demand for additional work from 
management 
 .807   
No demand for additional work from peers  .859   
Lack of access to relevant information or data    .670 
Lack of access to stakeholders or outside policy 
expertise 
   .713 
 56.9% of the variance explained 
 
Thus, as Table 11 shows, the sample was clearly clustered into one group which blamed internal, 
supply, factors for any difficulties, while the second focused on external, demand, factors 
 
Table 11 - Perception of  Policy Work Needs 
  Component 




Mean Score x¯ =2.77 3.70 
Perception of policy work needs   
Engagement by my management in policy work  .868 
Engagement by peers in policy work  .830 
Engagement by head office in policy work  .823 
Funding for policy work .654  
Staffing full-time equivalents (FTEs) available for policy work .692  
Training for policy work .787  
Linking to other provincial policy processes .816  
Providing Information sources for policy work .797  
67.32% of the variance explained 
Means scores based on a 1-5 scale where 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree 
 
Overall, the attitudes of analysts towards their own job and the future of government also 
showed them to again fall into four types: troubleshooters in purely short-term mode; reactors who felt 
that governments are also increasingly reacting to external circumstances; rationalists who wanted 
more top-down, evidence-based policy-making and consulters who saw their work increasingly 
involving collaborative or network activities (see Table 12). 
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Table 12 - Attitudes Towards Government Policy-Making in General 
  Component 








Mean scores x¯ =3.72 x¯ =2.87 x¯ =3.59 x¯ =2.79 
Attitudes towards government policy-making     
Urgent day-to-day issues seem to take 
precedence over long term thinking 
.772    
I am increasingly consulting with the public 
as I do my policy-related work. 
   .814 
Policy decisions seem to increasingly be those 
that are most politically acceptable. 
.797    
There seems to be less governmental capacity 
to analyze policy options than there used to 
be. 
.652    
My policy-related work increasingly involves 
networks of people across regions. or levels 
of government. or even outside of 
government. 
   .746 
Much of the existing policy capacity is 
outside the formal structure of government. 
 .725   
An important role of the provincial 
government is to foster involvement in the 
policy process by other non-governmental 
organizations. 
  .505  
Formal government institutions are becoming 
less relevant to policy-making. 
 .739   
Central agencies should play a larger role in 
facilitating communication between 
departments or regions on cross-cutting 
issues. 
  .595  
Government is becoming increasingly 
accountable for its decisions. 
  .749  
Decisions about government programs and 
operations are increasingly made by those 
outside of government. 
 .697   
Evidence is increasingly being asked for in 
government policy development and 
evaluation 
  .720  
 56.40% of the variance explained 
 
These views translated directly into their views of how the policy process could be improved (Table 
13), with groups of analysts advocating more networking, more technical analysis, more data and 
evidence, more central control, and less government involvement. 
 
Table 13- How Process can be Improved 
  Component 

















Mean Score x¯ =4.02 x¯ =4.08 x¯ =4.29 x¯ =2.79 x¯ = 
How the process can be 
improved 
     
Involving the general public 
in the policy process 
.693     
Involving interest groups in 
the policy process 
.695     
Networking with colleagues .624     
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from federal government 




.780     
Networking with other 
provincial government 
departments or agencies 
.596     
Networking with municipal 
government departments or 
agencies 
.690     
More control from central 
agencies 
   .856  
More control from head 
office 
   .866  
Devolution of federal 
government programs and 
operations 
    .767 
Smaller governments overall     .807 
Provision of more 
information 
  .843   
Provision of more policy-
relevant data 
  .789   
Creation of policy units  .802    
Assignment of more 
personnel to policy tasks 
 .834    
More attention paid to policy 
development by managers 
 .758    
64.66% of the variation explained 




Professional policy analysts in government are key players in policy advice systems about whom we 
require much more precise information than has typically appeared in the literature. Accurately 
assessing  their activities, skills, attitudes and other aspects of their policy work is required for studies 
of the subject to advance.   
 On the basis of their 2005 survey of mid-level, London-based UK policy analysts, for 
example, Page and Jenkins were able to make several observations with respect to the nature of policy 
work in the UK. As they concluded: 
“The broad features of our characterization of UK policy bureaucracy are that policy 
officials at relatively junior levels are given substantial responsibility for developing 
and maintaining policy and servicing other, formally superior officials or bodies, 
often by offering technical advice and guidance. These people are not technical 
specialists in the sense that they develop high levels of technical expertise in one 
subject or stay in the same job for a long time. They are often left with apparently 
substantial discretion to develop policy because they often receive vague instructions 
about how to do their jobs, are not closely supervised, and work in an environment 
that is in most cases not overtly hierarchical (Page and Jenkins 2005 p. 168) 
 
This is an important finding which reveals much about the nature of the UK policy analytical 
style and one which suggests potential future directions for improvement, such as better hiring 
practices as well as enhanced supervision and training. Similarly studies at the federal level in Canada 
have suggested that a relatively young, well educated but highly mobile corps of analysts dominates the 
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profession but, like their British counter-parts are generally poorly trained in policy analysis (Howlett 
2009b and 2009c; Wellstead, Stedman and Lindquist 2009).  
As this paper has argued, however, more work both at a comparative level and within 
countries at a  sub-national one is required in order to flesh out this picture and provide more precise 
information on how policy work can be improved. The present study, for example, suggests a different 
picture of the complexity and multi-dimensionality of policy work than is usually assumed in the 
literature on the subject. Focusing on how analysts at the provincial and territorial level cluster on a 
large number of key issues related to their policy work, it suggests that analysts should not be treated as 
a homogenous group and that significant differences exist among analysts with respect to many 
important dimensions of their activities.  
 
For example, in this study, analysts at this level were found to: 
 
1. Be distributed unevenly among policy areas and to be clustered primarily around short-to-
medium term areas of interest to governments rather than long-term well-established 
‘mandate’ programmes. While this may make sense in terms of concentrating advice on 
current high-profile issues, this may occur at the expense of improved analysis and evaluation 
of large, ongoing programmes. 
 
 2. Fall into as many as eight different groups in terms of their specific skills and orientations, 
including distinct groups related to data acquisition and legal issues often neglected in 
previous studies. Although these groups can be reduced to as few as four - researchers, 
implementers, strategists and evaluators - when categorized by task, even these four are quite 
different from the general types set out by Meltsner and other following his lead. 
 
3. Exhibit four common sets of analytical techniques with those techniques ranging from 
consultation to mathematical modeling. Again, these are a very different set of techniques 
from those usually taught in policy schools and paedagogical practice should no doubt follow 
on-the-job practice more closely in this regard. 
 
4. Have very different sets of contacts with actors within and external to governments. Again 
training in this area (‘people skills’) should cover both kinds of activities (Mintrom 2003). 
 
5. Be involved a variety of different issue areas, from routine short-term ones to those 
requiring technical or political analysis. Again, this reality should be a focus of paedagogical 
practice as well as recruitment and training activities. 
 
6. Identify a different set of concerns and impediments to the successful conduct of their work 
which efforts at reform should take into account, including different propensities to blame 
either internal or external factors for any failings on the job, but not both and to hold widely 
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different views on the future of policy-making, from urging more central, top-down or 
evidence-based approaches, to those focusing on increased networking, consultation and less 
government control. 
 
These findings highlight the multi-dimensional nature of professional policy work and its 
varied nature. While more work is required in order to identify the extent to which the different 
positions overlap and correlate with each other, it should be clear that analysts in government are 
considerably more diverse than work in the Meltsner tradition have suggested. This finding is 
important not only to critics and theorists outside of government institutions who wish to  better 
understand the operation and functioning of formal policy advice systems, and especially these 
systems’ professional bureaucratic component (e.g. Kothari et al  2009; Koliba and Gajda 2009), but 
also to those inside the system who wish to better assess and evaluate such activities in order to 
improve training and recruitment practices, enhance analytical capacity (Howlett 2009; O’Connor, 
Roos, Vickers-Willis 2007; Preskill and Boyle 2008) and, ultimately, improve analysis and policy 
outcomes (ANAO 2001; State Services Commission 1999; Di Francesco 1999 and  2000; Nicholson 
1997; Policy Excellence Initiative 2007).  
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Endnotes                                                        
i However, as Halligan also noted, “the emphasis on elements such as the role of political operatives.... depends 
very much on whether [they] are accorded seniority within the system of government,” a practice that is a feature 
of the U.S. system but “less so in other countries” (p.162). 
ii Policy capacity can be defined as:  
“a loose concept which covers the whole gamut of issues associated with the government's 
arrangements to review, formulate and implement policies within its jurisdiction. It obviously 
includes the nature and quality of the resources available for these purposes—whether in the 
public service or beyond—and the practices and procedures by which these resources are 
mobilized and used” (Fellegi 1996). 
While ‘policy capacity’ can be thought of as extending beyond analysis to include the actual administrative 
capacity of a government to undertake the day-to-day activities involved in policy implementation (Painter and 
Pierre 2005; Peters 1996), “policy analytical capacity” is a more focussed concept related to knowledge 
acquisition and utilization in policy processes (Adams 2004; Leeuw, 1991; Lynn, 1978; MacRae 1991; Radaelli 
1995). It refers to the  amount of basic research a government can conduct or access, its ability to apply statistical 
methods, applied research methods, and advanced modelling techniques to this data and employ analytical 
techniques such as environmental scanning, trends analysis, and forecasting methods in order to gauge broad 
public opinion and attitudes, as well as those of interest groups and other major policy players, and to anticipate 
future policy impacts (O’Connor, Roos and Vickers-Willis, 2007; Preskill and Boyle 2008). It also involves the 
ability to communicate policy related messages to interested parties and stakeholders and includes  “a department’s 
capacity to articulate its medium and long term priorities” (Fellegi 1996) and to integrate information into the 
decision-making stage of the policy process.The willingness of policy-makers to use the information generated in 
the way it was intended to be used is not always present. On the ‘strategic’ and ‘argumentative’ vs ‘evaluative’ 
uses of research and analysis see Whiteman (1985) and Landry, Lamari and Amara (2003). iii Provincial public service lists often included political appointees who had been left off our lists. However in 
most cases our lists and internal lists were very close, with about an 80% or higher overlap rate. The lists revealed 
a roughly proportional per-capita pattern of size of the policy analytical community in Canadian provincial 
governments with about 1800-2000 individuals in Ontario, 500 in British Columbia and about 100 in the smallest 
jurisdictions. The total number of policy analysts at the provincial and territorial level, hence, is about 5300 (3000 
in Quebec and Ontario; 1000 in BC and Alberta; 500 in Saskatchewan and Manitoba; 400 in the Atlantic provinces 
and 300 in the territories). It is expected that this number would be matched by the federal government (Wellstead, 
Stedman and Lindquist 2009 having identified about 1300 operating outside Ottawa, the remaining number being 
located in the National Capital Region) bringing the total number of policy analysts actually employed in Canada 
to well over 10,000. This is roughly the same per capita ratio as  reported by Boston et al. (1996) in New Zealand, 
where  of 35,000 core civil servants in a country of 3.6 million  people at the time, 1,450 person-years were 
devoted to  the provision of advice to departments and ministries in  1993 (p. 124). 
iv Due to the use of a different (snowball) survey methodology in Quebec, the 130 responses from that province are 
excluded from the analysis which follows. However a separate analysis of the results from the Quebec survey 
found a similar pattern of responses to those found in the other 12 provinces and territories (Bernier and Howlett, 
2009). 
v Studies exist at the federal level, including Wellstead, Stedman and Lindquist 2007; Prince 1979 and 2007; 
Prince and Chenier 1980; Hollander and Prince 1993 as well as earlier studies by French 1980 and Hartle 1978. 
Earlier provincial studies were based on interviews or anecdotal evidence (McArthur 2007; Rasmussen 1999). 
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